Abstract. It has been proposed that females use the symmetry of secondary sexual traits to differentiate between potential mates. The vertical bars on male swordtail fish function as a signal that attracts females and deters rival males in one swordtail species. In addition, male courtship behaviour of most Xiphophorus species incorporates serial lateral presentations, which provide females with a clear opportunity to assess males for bilateral symmetry. We tested the hypothesis that X. cortezi females prefer males with a symmetrical bar number by determining whether females switched their preference between two males when we switched which male had a symmetrical number of bars. The ability to manipulate the bars without influencing other male traits allowed us to control for male characters correlated with bar symmetry that females might prefer. The degree of asymmetry in bar number we used was within the degree of asymmetry found for this trait in nature. Females switched their preference between a pair of males when we switched which male was symmetrical for bar number. We discuss the possibility that females prefer a symmetrical bar number as well as an alternative hypothesis.
Fluctuating asymmetries are random deviations from perfect bilateral symmetry in a morphological trait for which differences between the right and left sides have a mean of zero and are normally distributed (Van Valen 1962) . Fluctuating asymmetries result from the inability of individuals to undergo identical development on both sides of their bodies (Leary & Allendorf 1989) . Interest in fluctuating asymmetries has recently spread to studies of sexual selection because of their potential to link a component of male viability with criteria used by females in discriminating between mates (Watson & Thornhill 1994) . Some secondary sexual traits show greater fluctuating asymmetries than other morphological traits (e.g. Møller & Pomiankowski 1993; Møller & Hö glund 1991) , and differences between conspecifics in their ability to develop symmetrically are heritable (Thornhill & Sauer 1992; Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) . It has been proposed that females could use the symmetry of sexually selected traits to discriminate between potential mates based on 'genetic quality' (Møller 1990; Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) .
Symmetry of sexually selected traits contains information about male genetic quality, and symmetrical males have greater mating success (Watson & Thornhill 1994) . It has not been demonstrated, however, that females prefer symmetry in naturally occurring sexual signals. In some cases, it has been difficult to separate preference for the symmetrical trait from other correlated characters; for example, tail symmetry in barn swallows, Hirundo rustica (Møller 1992) affects flight performance (Møller 1991) . Other studies have demonstrated preference for symmetry of unnatural traits, for example, coloured leg-bands on zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata (Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a) , and painted tail feathers in barn swallows (Møller 1993 ). Møller (1993 painted the swallow tail feathers in an attempt to control for the affect of asymmetry on flight performance and assumed that females perceived the white part of the tail feather as 'not there'. Preference for symmetry has also been demonstrated for chest barring on finches (Swaddle & Cuthill 1994b ), but it is not known whether this trait functions as a sexual signal.
